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A Review of the Transportation 
Prioritization Process

When the 2006 Legislature authorized counties to impose an
additional .25 percent sales and use tax (subject to voter approval), they
intended that the funds be used for the road and transit projects deemed
most essential for congestion relief.  To help accomplish that goal, the
legislation authorizing the tax required local officials to follow an objective
process for ranking and prioritizing projects.

However, we found that the process used by local officials in Salt Lake
County did not produce the intended results.  The use of the
prioritization process was flawed.  First, the rankings of the transportation
projects presented to the Salt Lake County Council of Governments
(COG) were incorrect due to a calculation error.  Second, instead of
providing funding for both road and transit projects which are essential to
congestion relief, Salt Lake County used almost all of the funds for transit
projects.  Finally, this report identifies some changes that may help future
prioritization processes better achieve legislative intent.

The prioritization process discussed in this report only applies to the
optional tax levy permitted by Part 17 of the sales and use tax code.  Parts
5, 10, and 15 of Utah Code 59-12 also provide options for levying sales
and use taxes to fund transportation but do not require a prioritization
process.  Only Part 17 of the sales and use tax code, which was enacted by 
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the 2006 Legislature and is sometimes referred to as the “third quarter,” is
the subject of this report.

Audit Scope and Objectives

The Office of the Legislative Auditor General began reviewing the
process used to prioritize road and transit projects during a broader audit
of the Utah Transit Authority (UTA).  During the UTA audit, staff
became aware of problems with the prioritization process that had been
used by the Salt Lake County COG.  A separate audit was initiated to
review the prioritization by the Salt Lake County COG.  The specific
objectives included in this report are:

1. Review the purpose of the transportation prioritization process
required by statute.

2. Review the development and use of the prioritization process by
the Salt Lake County COG.

3. Identify possible improvements for future use of the transportation
prioritization process.

To address these objectives, we reviewed the Salt Lake County COG
and executive appropriation committee meeting minutes, interviewed
individuals involved in developing the prioritization process and
researched federal guidelines for prioritizing transportation projects.  We
also reviewed the written prioritization process worksheet and studied the
individual factors, source data, and formulas for that model.

Legislature Permits Counties to Impose 
a Local Option Sales and Use Tax

H.B. 4001, passed during a special legislative session on September
19, 2006, authorized a county legislative body to impose a local option
sales and use tax to help fund regionally significant highway and transit
projects for congestion mitigation and expanded capacity.  To impose up
to a .25 percent sales and use tax increase for transportation projects, voter
approval of an opinion question in a general election is required.  Utah 
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Code 59-12-1703(2)(b)(I) provides the following ballot language for use
by a county of the first or second class:

Shall (county name), Utah be authorized to impose a (insert the
amount of the sales and use tax up to .25%) sales and use tax for
corridor preservation, congestion mitigation, or to expand capacity
for regionally significant transportation facilities? 

For less populated counties, the required ballot language is only slightly
different, adding the term “transportation projects” as an additional
purpose for the tax revenues.

One-fourth of the revenues are statutorily dedicated to corridor
preservation.  The other three-fourths (.1875) of the revenue is spent as
directed by a county’s COG, but the COG must follow a statutorily
defined process to select projects for funding.

Legislation Requires an Evaluation
Process to Assist Decision Makers

H.B. 4001 requires local officials to use an objective process for
allocating the sales and use tax revenue among road and transit projects. 
The COG must develop a written prioritization process specifying a
weighted criteria system to rank proposed projects.  The rankings must
then be used to make funding allocations.

Criteria Guidance Is Provided in Statute.  Utah Code 59-12-1704
(2)(b) provides the framework for the prioritization process.

The weighted criteria system shall include the following:

• the cost-effectiveness of a project;
• the degree to which a project will mitigate regional congestion;
• the compliance requirements of applicable federal laws or

regulations;
• the economic impact of a project;
• the degree to which a project will require tax revenues to fund

maintenance and operation expenses; and
• any other provisions the council of governments considers

appropriate.
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Based on the above criteria and the required ballot language, it appears to
us that the Legislature intended these funds to go to projects that most
cost-effectively provided congestion relief.  However, the statute also
allows the COG to include provisions it considers appropriate.  Once the
COG of a first- or second-class county develops a written prioritization
process, it must be submitted to the Legislature’s Executive
Appropriations Committee for approval.

 Project Funding Should Consider Prioritization Rank.  After the
COG prioritizes projects, the rankings are used to allocate funding.  Local
officials are not required to follow the prioritization rankings exactly, but
need to give an explanation if they skip over highly ranked projects for
other projects further down the list.  Examples of skipping higher-ranked
projects are shown later in the report.

The first county to pass the .25 percent sales and use tax increase was
Salt Lake County on November 7, 2006.  The Salt Lake County COG
was the first county legislative body to develop and implement a
transportation prioritization process.  As discussed next, the process
followed by the Salt Lake County COG was flawed.

Prioritization Process Developed
by WFRC Was Flawed

We identified a number of concerns with the process used by the Salt
Lake County COG to allocate the sales and use tax revenue.  First, the
rankings presented to the Salt Lake County COG were flawed by a
calculation error.  As a result, some of the projects that received funding
were ranked much higher than they should have been.  Second, other
information presented to the Salt Lake County COG, as well as the
deliberations of the local government officials, seem biased toward rail
rather than road projects.  Therefore, it is unclear if correct rankings
would have changed the funding decisions made by the Salt Lake County
COG.  Finally, UTA plans on using the revenue from the sales and use tax
to pay for operations and maintenance (O&M), as well as construction
costs and interest accrued on bonds.  Statute is not clear that this revenue
source can be used for O&M.

The Salt Lake County COG obtained assistance from the Wasatch
Front Regional Council (WFRC) to develop the required project ranking. 
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The 34 projects considered for the prioritization process were taken from
the list of projects in Salt Lake County that were identified in the WFRC’s
2030 Regional Transportation Plan.  Engineers and planners from the
WFRC staff identified criteria and factors for the Salt Lake County COG
to consider.  Based on input from UTA, the Utah Department of
Transportation (UDOT), and the Legislature’s Executive Appropriations
Committee, the following criteria and weighting were used to rank the 34
projects:

• congestion relief (30 percent of total weight)
• cost-effectiveness (30 percent)
• safety (20 percent)
• community factors (10 percent)
• environmental factors (10 percent)

These criteria and the data used to measure them are reviewed in detail
later in this report.  This section addresses an important calculation error
that had a large impact on the rankings, followed by a discussion of how
the rankings were used by the Salt Lake County COG.

Rankings Presented to Salt Lake County
COG Were Incorrect

Because of a miscalculation of the safety criteria, the rankings
presented to the Salt Lake County COG were wrong.  Although not
required by statute, the safety criteria was included by the Salt Lake
County COG.  Initially, the safety of each project was to be measured by
the estimated number of accidents reduced in the year 2015 due to the
construction of the highway or transit project.  However, at the
December 13, 2006, Executive Appropriations Committee, the formula
was accepted with the provision that the safety criteria be made relative to
the cost of each project.  Thus, the number of accidents reduced by each
project was to be divided by the project’s cost.

When WFRC calculated this factor, the accidents reduced for each
project were incorrectly multiplied by the construction cost instead of
divided by the construction cost.  The result of this miscalculation gave
larger projects with a greater annualized construction cost higher
prioritization.  WFRC reported that they did not realize this
miscalculation had occurred until after the Salt Lake County COG had
already selected the transportation projects to be funded.
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Figure 1 shows the list of 34 highway and transit projects being
considered with the original ranking (with the safety miscalculation) and
the correct ranking (with the safety criteria factor calculation corrected).
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Figure 1.  Change in Project Prioritization Due to Safety Criteria
Factor Correction.  Because of a calculation error, high-cost
projects were rated much higher than they should have been.  Eighty
percent of the funds are dedicated to projects that should have been
ranked 18th and 19th.

Project

Rank
Presented

to SLC COG
Corrected

Rank
Percent of 

Funding
Int - 53/State, 53 & 47 Rdwd   1 1
3500 South-a   8 2
SR-201   3 3
9000 South 13 4
Mid Jordan Light Rail   5 5 17.0 
3500 South-b 12 6
State Street   9 7
I-80   6 8 2.7
9000 South/9400 South 22 9
I-215 10 10
Redwood Road-b 21 11
7800 South-b 14 12
11400 South 17 13
900 East 23 14
4500 South 19 15
7800 South-a 24 16
5600 West 15 17
West Valley Light Rail   7 18 30.0
Commuter Rail South (SLC only)   2 19 50.3
700 East 28 20
Mountain View Corridor (SLCo)   4 21
Redwood Road-a 20 22
3900 South 31 23
10400 South 18 24
I-15 IntX - 11400 S 16 25
State Street w/RR Bridge 25 26
Wasatch Blvd 30 27
Main Street/300 West 27 28
Draper Light Rail 26 29
10600 South 29 30
Airport Light Rail 11 31
Highland Drive 34 32
7000 South 32 33
3100 South 33 34

Salt Lake COG
selected four
projects to be
funded with sales
and use tax revenue.

It is not clear
whether correct
rankings would have
changed how
funding was
allocated because
many local officials
supported transit
projects.  
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The figure also shows the funding allocations made by the COG for the
projects selected.  Eighty percent of the funding was allocated to projects
that should have been ranked as 18 and 19 while many higher priority
projects received no funding.  Of course, the correct rankings were not
presented to the Salt Lake County COG at the time.  It is not clear
whether correct rankings would have changed how funding was allocated
because many local officials were strongly supportive of the transit
projects.  Some county officials did state in the Salt Lake County COG
minutes that they were hesitant to support commuter rail.  However,
commuter rail ranked second on the priority list and was selected.  If
commuter rail was presented as 19th on the priority list, it may not have
been selected.

Salt Lake County COG Appeared to 
Focus on Transit Projects

Even though the ballot question stated funds would be used for
congestion relief and expanded capacity for roads and transit projects,
some local government officials seemed to believe that voters really
intended that all the funds be used for rail transit projects.  Local officials
may also have focused on transit projects because of an earlier plan to fund
construction of new TRAX lines with property taxes.  These attitudes may
have led to a biased approach to allocating new tax revenues.

 In May 2006, UTA proposed to Salt Lake County that the county
allow residents to vote in November 2006 on a property-tax increase that
would allow the county to obtain a bond for about $900 million to build
four TRAX extensions.  At that time the extensions were proposed for the
Salt Lake City International Airport, Draper, West Jordan, and South
Jordan.  The county council voted in July 2006 to place the proposal on
the ballet.  However, this proposal was withdrawn when the Legislature
met in a special session in September 2006 and H.B. 4001 was approved. 
This bill shifted the focus of the transportation projects to both road and
transit projects.

Documents for Final Project Selection Meeting Seemed Biased
Toward Transit Projects.  For the Salt Lake County COG meeting on
December 19, 2006, a set of documents was provided to COG members
to aid them in the selection process.   Appendix A shows the three key
documents as they were presented to the Salt Lake County COG—

Local officials may
have focused on
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because of an earlier
plan to fund them
with property taxes.
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• Summary of prioritization process providing the transportation
project rankings

• Fact sheet showing the benefits of funding transit projects
• Funding distribution scenario giving an example how the sales tax

revenue could be allocated among four transportation projects

The first document lists each of the 34 transportation projects from
the 2030 plan and their prioritization based on the five criteria.  A
composite score was given for each project, and each project was ranked
according to the composite score.  However, as discussed above, the
rankings were flawed by a calculation error.  This document (with the
erroneous rankings) is in Appendix A, page 1.

The second document prepared for the Salt Lake County COG is a
fact sheet that shows support for transit projects.  This document in
Appendix A, page 2, was created by WFRC and UTA representatives and
in our opinion seems slanted toward transit and away from road projects.
For example, one fact is that “every $25 million dedicated to projects
other than the three rail projects delays one of these [rail] projects one
year.”  We asked UDOT officials about that statement and they said the
opposite is also true: funds spent on rail projects delay critical road
projects.  The benefits of transit projects are given much greater emphasis
than the benefits of highway projects.  Thus, we believe the information
presented to the COG was slanted.

We asked UDOT why the benefits of highway projects were not
included on the fact sheet.  One UDOT official said it was evident during
early meetings of staff from the WFRC, UTA, and UDOT that the focus
was on transit projects, and the group’s intent was to use the quarter-cent
sales and use tax for transit.  For this reason, UDOT decided it was not a
valuable use of their time to participate in the prioritization process.

The third document is a funding distribution scenario.  The
documents only contain one scenario for funding transit projects, which
was adopted by the COG.  Appendix A, page 3, shows the proposal for
funding transit projects, which was contained in the documents presented
to the COG, and which was eventually adopted.  Figure 2 below shows
the information allocating the funding among the projects selected from
Appendix A and the construction cost data for each project from the
prioritization process.

The fact sheet
presented to the Salt
Lake County COG
showed support for
transit projects.
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one funding
distribution
scenario, which was
accepted. 
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Figure 2.  Funding for Selected Projects.  This funding scenario
was presented to the Salt Lake County COG for consideration at the
project selection meeting on Dec. 19, 2006.

Project

Percent of
Sales Tax
Revenue

Amount of
Sales Tax

(Cents)

Est. Project
Cost 

(Millions)

Mid Jordan Light Rail     17.0% .031875 $ 368

West Valley Light Rail 30.0 .05625     260

Commuter Rail 50.3 .094375    370

I-80 Widening   2.7 .005         110

Total   100.0% .1875    $1,108  
Note:  Statute requires one-fourth of the .25 percent increase in sales and use tax is dedicated to           
         corridor preservation, leaving .1875 to be allocated through the prioritization process.

It was suggested that transit projects receive 97.3 percent from three-
fourths (.1875) of the tax revenue (since one quarter of the revenue is
dedicated to corridor preservation), and the I-80 road project only receive
2.7 percent of the funding.  According to the Salt Lake County COG
meeting minutes, the Mid Jordan Light Rail and the West Valley Light
Rail were both given the first priority, the commuter rail was given
second priority, and the I-80 widening was given third priority. 
However, according to the analysis provided by WFRC and UTA staff,
there was not enough funding for all four projects.  Since almost all the
new tax revenues were dedicated to the rail projects, the motion in the
Salt Lake COG meeting minutes was to partially fund the “I-80 widening
project with the remainder as an incentive for the state to make up the
difference.”  Thus, the Salt Lake County COG agreed to the funding
presented to them (Appendix A, page 3).

We did not verify how the funding allocations shown in Figure 2 were
determined.  Initially, we thought the funding would be based on the
project cost used in the prioritization process, but the information in
Appendix A, page 3 shows that was not the case.  As noted, the allocation
was prepared for the Salt Lake COG by WFRC and UTA according to
their analysis.  UTA told us the amount of funding that each UTA project
will receive is based on the estimated amount of revenue need to cover
construction, O&M, and interest accrued on bonds for 30 years.  (O&M
is discussed later in the report.)  UTA reported that their estimate of the
total revenue received per year from the sales and use tax increase would

Mid Jordan LRT and
West Valley LRT
were given first
priority, the
commuter rail was
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UTA told us the
funding will be used
to cover
construction costs,
debt service, and
O&M.
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be about $50 million.  From UTA’s analysis it was determined that this
amount of expected funding from the sales and use tax increase could only
cover the four projects selected.

 Salt Lake County COG’s Decision Was Consistent with the
Information Presented.  Based on the information provided them, the
COG chose not to select three highway projects that had a higher
prioritization than two of the transit projects that were selected.  The
COG’s meeting minutes on December 19, 2006, stated their reasoning
for not selecting the three highway projects, these reasons are the same as
the facts provided to the COG on December 19 by WFRC and UTA
representatives as shown in Appendix A, page 2:

• Three intersections at 53rd & State, 53rd & Redwood, and 47th &
Redwood (Rank 1)–already had funding

• SR 201 (Rank 3)–needed later around the time Mountain View
Corridor opens

• Mountain View Corridor (MVC)-Build SL County (Rank
4)–already receiving 1/4 of the quarter cent tax increase

First, as discussed in the prior section, this fact sheet that was provided
to the COG seems slanted.  For example, the three intersections—53 &
State , 53rd & Redwood, and 47th & Redwood, that received the highest
ranking were skipped over because other funding was available.  The
question is whether the same type of thinking was applied to transit
projects, because funding was also available for transit projects. 
Apparently, the funding provided the rail projects by the COG will enable
UTA to accelerate the completion of other TRAX lines that received very
low scores on the prioritization process.  In fact, the UTA general
manager stated in the December 19 COG meeting that funding the three
rail projects would allow other transit projects to be accelerated, and the
Airport and Draper transit lines could be accelerated by 7-12 years.

Second, the COG justified passing over SR 201 because it was not
needed until a later time.  However, UDOT has stated that SR 201 is
needed now, and because the COG passed over this project, they have had
to search for other funding sources.

Third, the meeting minutes stated that Mountain View Corridor
(MVC) is already receiving funding from the quarter-cent sales and use
tax.  However, this funding is not for the construction of the highway. 

Three highway
projects were not
selected by the COG
that had a higher
priority than two
transit projects that
were selected. 

A UTA official told
the COG that by
funding the three
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transit projects
would be
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The funding is being used for corridor preservation, as required by
statute.  In other words, this funding is used to purchase right-of-way
prior to building the highway.  This requirement was discussed earlier in
the report.

The meeting minutes from December 19 also reflect that several of the
members saw transit projects as a priority over road projects.  Examples of
what COG members stated regarding selecting transit projects from
meeting minutes are listed below:

• The transit system is a vision and is regional, this [selection of the
projects] helps that vision move faster.

• This [selection of the projects] is consistent with voters’ feelings about
transit.

• Commuter rail would result in the highest congestion relief.
• We should keep a commitment to Utah County with regard to the

commuter rail.
• When residents voted to impose the sales tax, they understood that it

included the airport line as well as other transit lines.

These types of comments from the meeting minutes showing support for
transit projects raise questions about some of the COG members’ intent to
rely on the prioritization process.  While the goal of the written
prioritization process was to provide objective information to the Salt
Lake COG, other information provided to the COG and some of the
COG’s thinking seemed to favor transit projects over road projects.

UTA May Expect Funding to
Pay for Operating Costs

The statute does not provide clear guidance regarding the use of sales
and use tax increase to fund O&M.  According to the funding allocation
that has been accepted by the Salt Lake County COG, UTA plans on
using the revenue from the sales and use tax increase for construction
costs, O&M, and interest accrued on the bonds for each project selected
by the COG.  UDOT’s I-80 widening project is only expected to utilize
the sales and use tax revenue to help cover construction costs.

As previously mentioned, Utah Code 59-12-1703 states that a local
legislative body may impose a sales and use tax up to .25 percent for the
purposes related to a regionally significant transportation facility for a new

Several members of
the COG saw transit
projects as a priority
over road projects. 
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capacity or congestion mitigation, and corridor preservation.  This section
of the code implies that revenue can be used to construct transportation
facilities.  Utah Code 59-12-1703(4)(E)(iii) also states revenue can be
used for any debt service and bond issuance costs related to a selected
project.  However, the code does not specifically state the revenue can be
applied toward O&M.

According to the prioritization process, estimated annual taxpayer-
funded O&M for the commuter rail and light rail projects are:

• Mid Jordan Light Rail – $4,897,000
• West Valley Light Rail – $4,543,000
• Commuter Rail – $7,552,000

For these three rail projects, total annual taxpayer O&M is $16,992,000.
Statute does not specify how long each transportation project should
receive funding from the increase in sales and use tax.  Entities receiving
funding can expect to receive funding while the bonds for projects are
active.  (It is expected that the four projects that have been selected will
incur bonds for 30 years.)  However, after the bonds have been retired,
we are concerned that UTA may be hopeful that the revenue stream will
continue to help cover O&M costs for those projects.

This raises the concern that entities receiving sales and use tax revenue
may expect that projects will be funded indefinitely to help cover O&M. 
Should a COG be able to select other transportation projects to be funded
by the sales and use tax revenue once bonds have been retired?  Also, what
if sales and use tax revenues exceed the amount needed to pay for the
bonds, does the entity receiving the revenue get to keep the excess
amount?  The Legislature should review the purposes of funding
transportation projects with the local option sales and use tax, and
determine if projects should be funded for a specific period of time, such
as long as bonds are active.  Also the Legislature needs to determine if
revenue can go toward O&M of a transportation project or should the
revenue be designated for specific costs, such as construction and
financing.

Statute does not
specify how long
each transportation
project should
receive funding from
the increase in sales
and use tax.
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Future Prioritization Processes
Should Be Improved

After reviewing the prioritization process, we found that some of the
calculations for the prioritization process could be improved.  Of most
significance, we learned that the safety factor was calculated incorrectly as
discussed earlier in the report.  In addition, we found: 1) two factors that
should have included the length of project in the analysis, 2) capping large
values made it problematic to compare projects, 3) three factors with all
negative values should not have been standardized – made positive values,
4) two factors don’t show the benefits of the projects, and 5) some factors
show somewhat redundant information.

WFRC looked at federal guidelines in reports from the Government
Accountability Office (GAO) and the Federal Highway Administration. 
They also received assistance from UDOT and UTA, and guidance from
the Legislature’s Executive Appropriations Committee and the Salt Lake
County COG to determine how to measure the criteria.  WFRC also
collected data from UDOT and UTA, and used their own data for the
evaluation process.  Given the input and review from so many sources and
the subjective nature of the evaluation process, developing a sound
evaluation process became complex and difficult.

The prioritization process consists of five criteria: congestion relief,
cost-effectiveness, community factors, environmental factors, and safety. 
These criteria are used to determine the priority of each transportation
project.  The criteria were also weighted to give congestion relief and cost-
effectiveness the most weight.  Safety received the next-highest weight,
and community and environmental criteria were each given the least
weight. Each of the five criteria contains at least one factor, and the
prioritization process contains a total of 14 factors.  Appendix B shows
each of the criteria and lists the 14 factors.

Prioritizing Both Transit and 
Road Projects Is Unique

The ranking process is unique and challenging because it requires the
evaluation of both highway and transit projects using a common set of
measures.  While planning tools and guidelines exist to help analysts and
decision makers prioritize road projects or transit projects separately,
WFRC staff told us they are not aware of an evaluation process that

The prioritization
process is unique
because it requires
the evaluation of
both highway and
transit projects.
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considers both highway and transit projects together.  The audit team also
researched for guidelines and evaluation models that combined transit and
highway projects together but did not find that type of an evaluation
process.

 WFRC stated that they considered federal guidelines from the Federal
Highway Administration and reports from the GAO as part of developing
the prioritization process.  GAO reports state that many factors affect
investment decisions when planning transportation projects:

• Support the economic vitality of the metropolitan area, especially
by enabling global competitiveness, productivity, and efficiency.

• Protect and enhance the environment, promote energy
conservation, and improve quality of life.

• Promote congestion relief and prevention through management
strategies/systems.

• Examine the overall social, economic, energy, and environmental
effects of transportation decisions.

• Consider access to ports, airports, and intermodal transportation
facilities.

• Preserve rights-of-way access for future transportation projects.
• Consider connectivity of roads in areas outside MPO planning

boundaries and in other states.

WFRC considered some of the factors suggested by GAO for the
prioritization process.  However, a question arises as to whether
congestion relief received an adequate weighting for the prioritization
process.  Congestion relief is one of five criteria used to measure projects
in the prioritization process.  Accounting for the weighting of the five
criteria, congestion relief data makes up 30 percent of total data in the
analysis.

Prioritization Methodology Can Be Improved

As part of this audit, we reviewed the evaluation process to determine
if calculations were correct for each of the factors.  We looked at the data
sources used in the calculations, and we also looked at the relevancy of the
factors compared to federal criteria.  (Appendix C shows the prioritization
process developed by WFRC.)  As a result of the review, we found five
areas within the prioritization methodology that could be changed to 

WFRC considered
federal guidelines as
part of developing
the prioritization
process.  

Even though WFRC
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guidelines, did
congestion relief
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weighting?
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improve the prioritization process.  Each of these five areas is discussed
below.

Total Project Length Should Have Been Included in the
Prioritization Analysis.  Within the prioritization process, 14 factors
dictate the composite score of each project.  Data or values for some of
the factors are based on a feet or mile scale, while other values are based
on the total projects’ scope.  An example of a factor that specifically fails to
capture the complete impact of the projects is the Tax Funded Annual
O&M (dollars per mile).  The values for each project in this factor only
account for the cost per mile; the factor’s calculation should include length
of the project to show total cost, since some projects are longer than
others.  The total costs and benefits of each project should be included in
the data to ensure that the whole project scope is evaluated.  Figure 3
displays six projects from the prioritization process (two widening
projects, two new construction projects, and two light rail projects).  The
figure shows the length of each project,  the original Tax Funded Annual
O&M values—cost per mile, and the new values, showing the total cost of
the projects, which includes project length.

Figure 3.  Tax Funded Annual O&M Prioritization Factor.  The
equation did not include the total annual project cost; it only included
the cost per mile.

Cost Effectiveness

Project Name
Project
Type

Length of
Project
(miles)

Tax Funded
Annual O&M

($/mile)

Tax Funded
Annual O&M*

Length of Project

Redwood Road-b Widening  4.8 $ 30,000 $144,000  

Int-53/State, 53 & 47
Rdwd Widening   0 .75   44,000   33,000

Highland Drive New  1.2   30,000   36,000

MVC - Build SLCo New 25.5   55,000 1,402,500   

Draper Line Transit  3.0 544,111 1,632,333   

Commuter Rail South
(SL Only) Transit 22.0 343,273 7,552,000   

The table above shows the difference in the annual O&M cost when the
total O&M cost is shown versus the cost per mile.  For example, the

The total benefits
and costs for each
project should be
included in the
prioritization
process.



Office of the Utah Legislative Auditor General – 17 –

original comparison between the two rail projects (Draper Light Rail and
commuter rail) would lead readers to conclude that the commuter rail
project will cost less to operate and maintain than the Draper Light Rail
project.

After accounting for the length of the project, we see that the Draper
Line will cost less to operate and maintain than the commuter rail.  If
total cost would have been included in the prioritization process, the more
expensive projects with long lengths would incur lower prioritizations.
The same concern exists for the Additional Width for New Projects (feet)
factor; this factor only considers the width, not the length, of each project. 
WFRC has adjusted the equations or calculations for these two factors for
the prioritization process for the Davis County COG.

Capping Project Values Affects the Comparison Between
Projects.  Some factors contains very large numbers; for example, one
project’s value is 20 times larger than the average value of all projects for
the same factor.  To account for large values, WFRC created a cap.  Any
value over the cap received the highest value of 100, while a project whose
value was under the cap received a relative value on a scale from 0 to 100.  

This process creates a bias for projects with smaller values because the
projects with large values have been reduced to 100, which creates an
inaccurate comparison.  For example, the Mountain View Corridor will
save 129,093 person minutes per day (in 2015) which is four times the
amount of minutes saved by the Mid Jordan Light rail line (30,024
person minutes), but due to the capping method, both projects received
the same score of 100.  WFRC should evaluate their capping
methodology and explore alternative solutions to properly evaluate both
the individual project value and the difference between project values.

Treatment of Negative Values in the Evaluation Process Is
Problematic.  Three factors within the prioritization list only contain data
with negative values (negative value denotes a cost).  WFRC adjusts the
negative values by standardizing them (or making them positive) and then
normalizes the values by applying new values from 0 to 100 to every
number.  For example, the difference between a project which costs 
$-30,000 to maintain compared to another project which costs $-44,000
is $14,000, or 47 percent.  If these two values are standardized, the
difference of cost between the projects is still $14,000 ($654,364-
$640,364), but the percentage difference between the projects drops to 2

Capping creates a
bias for projects
with smaller values.
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percent.  The process of standardizing and normalizing negative numbers
reduces the difference between project values, so most values fall within a
small range.  Again this process creates a bias for projects with smaller
values because the projects with large values have been reduced to a
smaller value of 100.  WFRC should evaluate their methodology and
explore alternatives solutions to compare negative values in the
prioritization process. 

Two Factors Fail to Show the Benefit of Constructing the
Transportation Projects.  An important quality for a factor is to
effectively show the change or benefit associated with constructing a
transportation project.  Most factors achieve this goal, such as the 2015
PM Person Travel Time Reduced and Reduced CO & Nox Daily Emissions. 
These factors both show the benefit of the project.  However, one factor,
the 2015 PM Peak Corridor Person Volume, only shows the projected
number of vehicles traveling each project/corridor in 2015 peak time, and
another factor, the Employment within Buffer, emphasizes the current
number of jobs within specified boundaries of the project/corridor.  Both
of these factors do not show the benefit of constructing the transportation
projects.

Some Factors Show Similar Information.  Having somewhat
redundant information makes the prioritization process more complex. 
An example of redundant factors are two environmental factors:  Reduced
Co & Nox Daily Emissions and the VMT Reduced.  Both of these factors are
highly correlated and relate to emissions.  If a project’s value is high for
the first factor, it will also be high for the second factor.  For example, if
constructing a project increased the number of miles traveled, a direct
result of that is increased emissions.  Therefore, one of these two factors
may be eliminated from the prioritization process.

An Adjusted Prioritization Process 
Is Being Applied to Davis County COG

Since the completion of the original prioritization list and selection of
projects within Salt Lake County, WFRC has begun working on a
prioritization process for the Davis County COG.  The evaluation process
being used for Davis County is similar to the one used for the Salt Lake
County COG.  However, WFRC has made some adjustments to the
written evaluation.

Factors should show
the change or
benefit associated
with constructing a
transportation
project.  

Factors that show
somewhat
redundant
information could be
eliminated. 
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WFRC has corrected the Safety factor calculation, so the number of
accidents reduced is divided by the annual costs.  WFRC has also adjusted
the equations or calculations for the Tax Funded Annual O&M and
Additional Width for New Projects factors to include length of project.  The
updated process is currently being applied to properly rank transportation
projects for Davis County.

We believe that WFRC should consider other adjustments to the
written prioritization process mentioned in previous sections of this
report:

• Capping project values affects the comparison between projects’
values.

• The treatment of negative values in the evaluation process is
problematic.

• Factors should show the benefit or costs of building transportation
projects.

WFRC should consider developing solutions for the issues raised and
review the prioritization process for other problematic areas.

Also, WFRC should review all the criteria and factors used for the
prioritization process and ensure that they follow legislative intent and
focus on congestion relief and cost-effectiveness.  The prioritization
process should be developed as straightforward as possible and redundant
factors or factors that do not show the benefits or costs of implementing
transportation projects should be removed from the prioritization process. 
The prioritization process should be a tool that aids the Davis County
COG in determining which transportation projects should be funded with
the sales and use tax increase.

Recommendations

1. We recommend that the Legislature:

• Clarify whether the revenue from the sales and use tax increase
can be dedicated for O&M as well as for construction costs and
interest accrued on bonds for transportation projects.

WFRC has made
adjustments to the
prioritization
process for the
Davis County COG.

WFRC should review
the prioritization
process to ensure it
focuses on
congestion relief
and cost-
effectiveness. 
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• Determine if there should be a limit on the amount of funding
that can be applied to O&M for transportation projects—if the
Legislature permits tax revenue to be applied to O&M costs.

• Clarify if projects should be eligible to receive funding from the
sales and use tax increase after bonds have been retired.

2. We recommend that Councils of Governments follow legislative
intent when developing and utilizing a written prioritization
process and focus on congestion mitigation and expanding capacity
when selecting transportation projects.

3. We recommend that WFRC address the concerns listed in the
report regarding the written prioritization process for the Davis
County Council of Governments:

• Capping project values affects the comparison between projects’
values.

• The treatment of negative values in the evaluation process is
problematic.

• Factors should show the benefit or costs of building transportation
projects.
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Agency Response





 
POLICY RESPONSE 

 
HB 4001  
 
In 2006, the Legislature authorized counties to impose an additional 0.25 percent sales 
and use tax, subject to voter approval, through the adoption of HB 4001.  The legislation 
requires local officials to follow a written prioritization process for ranking and 
prioritizing projects. 

 

This required prioritization process applies only to the optional tax levy permitted by Part 
17 of the sales and use tax code. One fourth of these revenues are statutorily dedicated to 
corridor preservation.   

 

As part of the deliberations about which projects should be ranked, the Council of 
Governments interpreted HB 4001 to allow operations and maintenance (O&M) costs for 
transit, but limited the quarter cent funding to O&M for commuter rail only.     
 
Background 
 
As early as December of 2003, the Wasatch Front Regional Council unanimously 
adopted the Regional Transportation Plan that included an accelerated TRAX 
construction program.  The new plan and policy proposed an additional 0.25 cents (“third 
quarter”) sales tax to accelerate the 4 TRAX extensions from a completion date in 2030 
to 2015. 
 

Local officials had originally requested that the Salt Lake County Council raise property 
taxes to fund four light rail lines: the Draper, West Valley, Mid Jordan and Airport lines.  
At that time the legislature felt that a sales tax would be preferable to a property tax 
increase.  As part of the legislation allowing a vote on a sales tax increase in lieu of a 
property tax increase, the legislature mandated that highway projects had to be 
considered and weighed against rail projects.   The Salt Lake County Council of 
Governments applied the comparative process, but also felt they had received a mandate 
to fund transit in the vote for Proposition 3.     

 

Chronology/Process 
 

The COG requested assistance from the Wasatch Front Regional Council (WFRC) staff 
to develop the project ranking based on the approved process. The projects to be ranked 
were taken from the 2030 Regional Transportation Plan.  Comments about the criteria 
and factors developed by the engineers and planners at WFRC, UTA and UDOT are 
included in the second enclosure.   
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First, however, in developing the list of projects to be ranked, only two highway projects 
compare with the magnitude of the five transit projects in Salt Lake County: the 
Mountain View Corridor freeway ($1,395M) and the I-80 freeway capacity expansion 
($110M).  UTA had developed five high cost (greater than $100M) transit projects that 
are included in the first phase of the 2004-2030 Regional Transportation Plan: four 
TRAX extensions and Commuter Rail South.   
 

The prioritization process weighed congestion relief heavily but also followed the 
legislation to include other specified factors not necessarily related to congestion relief.   
In accordance with the legislation, the Expanded COG, which included the members of 
the Salt Lake County Council as well as all of the mayors in Salt Lake County, added 
other criteria it considered appropriate.  One such criterion was safety.  Historically, 
UDOT has included safety in developing TIF projects.  The prioritization process 
received approval from the Executive Appropriations Committee of the Legislature on 
December 13, 2006, subject to certain changes.     

 
In addition to these quantified factors, the Expanded COG noted other factors that 
influenced their project selection.  For example, the legislature had already designated 
25% of the sales tax receipts for right-of-way purchases for highways, and the COG felt 
strongly that they should consider the voter’s wishes to fund light rail lines within Salt 
Lake County with a portion of the remaining funds.  Exit polling after the referendum 
showed most voters preferred using the funds for rail transit. 
 
UDOT’s I-15 reconstruction project in Utah County requires an innovative “traffic 
control plan” during construction.  At Joint Policy Advisory Committee meetings (JPAC)  
during 2006, Mountainland Association of Governments (MAG) members (from Utah 
County) had emphasized to COG members the critical need to open Commuter Rail 
South before the highway reconstruction project began. The MAG representatives noted 
that I-15 is a crucial route for the entire state in addition to being the primary north/south 
artery in Utah County.  
 
Another factor considered by the Expanded COG is the status of funding for the highway 
and transit projects on the prioritized list.  Transit and highway projects differ when 
securing funds, making side-by-side comparison all the more difficult.  In practice, 
federal highway funds are predictably allocated by formula but the new starts federal 
transit funds are discretionary.  Funding for highway projects to be constructed by 2015 
was more secure than funding for the transit projects, the latter depending on a federal 
approval process and the passage of a “third quarter” cent sales tax.  By the time the 
Expanded COG selected the projects to be funded with the new “third quarter” cent, the 
funding for many of the higher ranked highway projects had been secured with other 
funding sources predicted to be available for the 2007-2012 Transportation Improvement 
Program.  
  
The COG looked at the prioritization process and considered the technical data for the 
individual transit and highway projects and weighed them against the needs of the 
county, communities and the region.  As required by HB 4001 59-12-1705-2-4 (a) & (b), 
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reasons for the projects selected were given at the Expanded COG meeting on September 
23, 2006.     

 

The statement below was added to the motion for approval of the prioritization process at 
that meeting:    

 
“The Project Prioritization Process (PPP) incorporates the factors required by 
legislation plus other factors added by the Salt Lake Council of Governments as 
permitted by the legislation. The additional factors enable our process to reflect Salt 
Lake COG intentions to largely replace the proposed transit property tax with 0.25 
cent sales tax. We also fully support allocating one-quarter of the sales tax increase 
(0.0625 cents) to major highway corridor preservation.” 
 
Conclusion 

 
At the December 19, 2006 Expanded COG meeting, Mayor Nordfelt, in response to the 
legislation requiring that the COG explain their project choice if some projects are 
skipped over and looking at the Prioritized List of Transportation Projects, stated the 
following:   

Priority project #1(Intersections at 53/State, 53rd and 47th at Redwood) already had 
funding.   

Project #3 (SR 201) is needed later around the time Mountain View Corridor opens. 

Project #4 (MVC – Build SL County) will receive ¼ of the ¼ cent sales tax increase 

Project #6 (I-80) is needed to increase capacity. 

Based on this review and in response to voter consideration, Mayor Nordfelt made the 
MOTION, seconded by Councilman Jensen, to list the following as priorities: 

Priority #1:  Mid Jordan and West Valley light rail lines with about 47% of the                 
money.   

Priority #2:  Commuter rail from Salt Lake County to Utah County with about 
50+% of the money 
 
Priority #3:  I-80 widening project with the remainder as an incentive for the state 
to make up the difference. 
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The Expanded SLCOG final project selection is summarized in the following revised 
table: 

 

New Table   "Expanded SLCOG Adopted 0.25 cent sales tax" 
 Project Per cent of 

0.25 Sales 
Tax/$2.5B 

Amount of 
Sales Tax 

(cents) 

Amount of
Sales Tax 

Funds 

Notes 

Mid Jordan 
and West 
Valley LRT 

35% 0.088125 $1,200 

(Total $1450) 

Assumes 
$250M of 
Federal 

Commuter 
Rail + M&O 

38% 0.094375 $1,300 Construction and 
Operating 

1-80 
Widening 

2+% 0.005 $66 
 

 (Total $128) 

Total cost 
$128M, 
$45M CHF 
Available 
Leaving gap 
Of $83M 

MVC 25% 0.0625   
Totals 100% 0.2500 $2,500+  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We feel the Salt Lake COG considered the factors and criteria included in the 
prioritization process as well as the community needs and desires and made a decision 
that fulfills the requirements outlined in HB4001 and reflects the will of the voters.  In 
the end, the Expanded Salt Lake County Council of Governments distributed the 
local sales tax increase about evenly between two state highways, two TRAX lines 
and one Commuter Rail South line accelerated to enable I-15 reconstruction. 
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TECHNICAL RESPONSE 
 
 
Summary – (see bullet list at the top of page 18) 
 
The SLCOG and WFRC will consider the recommendations made in the three bullet 
points on page 18.  However, our initial response is as follows: 
 

• The capping we utilized satisfactorily fulfills the desire to address statistical 
“outlier” scores.   

• The offsetting of negative measures satisfactorily retains the relative scores. 

• Out of necessity, some factors measure the relative need for transportation 
improvements between corridors; other factors deal with the specific benefits of 
each project.   

Recognizing that the Safety factor was calculated incorrectly, WFRC has corrected this 
factor in subsequent prioritization analyses.  This correction was brought to the attention 
of the auditors by WFRC staff at the beginning of the audit process. 
 
The WFRC initially established an interagency team with representatives from UDOT 
and UTA to get input on establishing the priority setting process.  Input from both UDOT 
and UTA was helpful in identifying factors which would be fair measures of project need 
and cost effectiveness.   
 
During the WFRC led interagency team meetings, UDOT explained the process they 
established to rank highway projects for the Transportation Investment Fund (TIF).  They 
included factors for safety, traffic growth and truck traffic, but not for cost effectiveness. 
 
Factors Considered Biased and Therefore Thrown Out  
 
The WFRC interagency team considered many potential factors as we narrowed the list 
to what we thought we could measure in short order.  Some of the factors ruled out were: 
the cost per mile of owning and operating an automobile multiplied by the 2015 vehicle 
miles of travel anticipated on a proposed highway project; “constructability” as measured 
by project readiness for construction; and, the status of the environmental process.  All 
three of these measures would have favored transit projects. 
 
 
Page 15 – first sentence, first paragraph 
 
WFRC agrees with the auditors about including project length in measuring Tax Funded 
Annual O&M costs and Additional Width for New Projects.  WFRC staff identified this 
concern earlier to the auditors and made this change in the Davis County project priority 
process that was developed subsequent to the Salt Lake process. 
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Page 16 – third paragraph 
 
This paragraph mischaracterizes the prioritization process “capping mechanism”.  The 
capping mechanism was devised not because the values were large, but because the range 
of values was large.  Because of the large disparity in scoring some factors, a few high 
scoring (or statistical outlier) projects tilt the scale to one end making it difficult to 
discriminate between the majority of projects which score at the opposite end of the 
spectrum.  The report should note that the “cap” for each factor was effectively set at 
twice the mean for all projects.  A project with a factor score more than twice the mean 
for that factor was assigned the maximum score of 100 on a 0-100 scale.  WFRC will 
entertain other means to address statistical outlier scores that may be proposed.  For now 
the Davis County and Weber County prioritization processes use the method described 
above. 
 
Page 16 – fourth paragraph 
 
This paragraph addresses how the prioritization process deals with negative factors.  
Offsetting negative scale measures in the manner employed by WFRC was designed to 
identify the relative value of each project and properly place the project value on a 
positive 0-100 scale relative to the other projects.  The first sentence states that “(negative 
values denotes a cost)” when actually there are four factors measured on a negative scale 
and only one of them is cost.  The four factors measured on a negative scale are: 1) Tax 
Funded Annual O&M, 2) Additional Width for New Projects, 3) Reduced Emissions, and 
4) Reduced VMT.  For these four factors, the greater the measured value for the project 
the less desirable the project is.  This is the opposite sense for measuring the other ten 
factors so these “negative factors” had to be rectified by some means.  The means chosen 
was to “translate” the negative scores to a positive scale.  Because lower cost is a 
desirable project factor, using the translated scores places these projects near the top of 
the 0-100 scale as one would expect. 
 
A simple example of how the offsetting of negative scores works is provided here.  If 
there are a group of projects with scores representing costs ranging from -4 to -100, the 
process would offset these by the absolute value of the minimum score plus the absolute 
value of the maximum score – in this example that would be 100 plus 4 for a total offset 
of 104.  If project “A” had a score of -14, the offset score would be 90.  This makes sense 
because a -14 cost is a relatively low cost and the project should therefore receive a high 
score.  Project “A” and all other projects would then be normalized to a 0-100 scale in the 
same manner as the other project factors.  
 
WFRC staff will reconsider how negative factors are considered based on guidance from 
the Audit staff.  However, for now we have retained the same offsetting process for the 
Davis County and Weber County prioritization process. 
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Page 16 – last paragraph 
 
This paragraph questions whether the data used for 2015 PM Peak Corridor Person 
Volume and Employment within Buffer represent 2015 data and the impacts of 
transportation projects in the immediate vicinity of those projects.  These two factors 
measure the relative need for transportation improvements in each corridor rather than the 
specific impacts of each project.   
 
It should be clarified that the data used in the prioritization process for these two factors 
represent  2015 projections even though 2015 is not identified in the Employment within 
Buffer factor.  The data do represent growth anticipated within the corridor by 2015 based 
on socio-economic projections and the implementation of transportation projects within 
the corridor as well as all other projects in the RTP.   
 
Page 17 – second paragraph 
 
This paragraph is concerned with two factors that are highly correlated – Reduced CO & 
NOx Daily Emissions and VMT Reduced.  The WFRC intended to measure air quality 
reductions because there are federal guidelines to control vehicle emissions.  The WFRC 
also desired to measure VMT (vehicle miles traveled) reductions because this is a key 
element of regional growth principles.  The measures selected for these two factors are 
highly correlated but the factors come from two different requirements. 
 
In effect this redundancy gives VMT Reduction somewhat more weight within the 
Environmental Criterion than Impacts to Critical Land or Growth Principles, but the 
weight for the Environmental Factor remains “1”.   
 


	pg1.pdf
	Electronic Response.pdf
	POLICY RESPONSE
	HB 4001 
	Background


	Priority #2:  Commuter rail from Salt Lake County to Utah County with about 50+% of the money
	New Table   "Expanded SLCOG Adopted 0.25 cent sales tax"
	Factors Considered Biased and Therefore Thrown Out 



